by Thomas H. Spurling and John M. Webb A ustralia's professional chemical society, the Royal Australian Chemical Institute, is celebrating its centenary in 2017. It is therefore timely to review the involvement of Australian chemistry with IUPAC and its predecessors.
The expansion of chemical research, development, and industrial applications in the 19th century led to initiatives in international cooperation, one of the first of which was a conference convened in Karlsruhe in 1860 in an attempt to reach agreement on the theory of organic chemistry, including the standardisation of nomenclature. The first International Congress on Applied Chemistry was held in Brussels in 1894, while a series of meetings on the standardisation of atomic weights and constants followed in the 1890s and early 1900s. The French, German, and British Chemical Societies formed the International Association of Chemical Societies in 1911 and by 1912 had recruited Italy, Russia, Switzerland, and the USA. The Danes, Dutch, and Norwegians soon followed.
The first Australian participation in these activities seems to have been in the eighth triennial International Congress on Applied Chemistry held in Washington and New York in 1912. There were two delegates from Australia. W. Percy Wilkinson, the Australian Government Analyst, was sent by the Government and W. Russell Grimwade, the Victorian industrial chemist, was there as a private citizen. The 'commissions' that the Australians established weren't exactly as established in Europe. It is unclear why Australian chemists were asked to work only on the above set of topics. Most of the commissions have been replaced by a system of specific projects. enabling a more wide-ranging and flexible approach to the development of agreed-upon standards and protocols.
The IUPAC archives list 14 IUPAC Conferences held in Australia, the first one being the International Symposium on the Chemistry of Natural Products held in August 1960 across Melbourne, Canberra, and Sydney locations. Of the 14 conferences, six concerned organic chemistry and two concerned coordination chemistry, with one each dealing with polymer chemistry, condensed matter, chemistry teaching, and solution chemistry. The remaining two were Congress meetings, the first being the 22nd Congress, held in Sydney in The Academy of Science, as part of its organizational structure, established Standing Committees in various disciplines to deal with relations with the various international Unions. For IUPAC, the standing committee was the National Committee for Pure and Applied Chemistry, later changed to the National Committee for Chemistry. In general, the committees were charged with promotion of their branch of science, nominating delegates to represent Australia at meetings of the Unions, and carrying proposals or discussion topics to those Union meetings. As standing committees of the Academy of Science, it is not surprising that membership of the national committee was dominated by Fellows of the Academy, a practice that changed only slowly over the years. RACI eventually was represented with one or two members and now, through its President, ex officio. Currently, the National Committee is composed of the Chair and four members appointed by the Academy, two members from the Academy's Early and Mid-Career Researchers Forum, plus three observers, one of whom is long-serving IUPAC officer, Prof. David Black. This composition reflects the changing demographic and awareness of the profession, with three members and one observer being female. The age profile is a mix of mid-career and experience, rather than the senior 'oldies' of previous years. The Committee's duties are, as expected fostering chemistry in Australia, linking Australian chemistry to overseas chemists, primarily through IUPAC, nominating Australia as host for IUPAC meetings, and, with the cooperation of RACI, developing a decadal plan for chemistry. The latest of these was launched in 2016.
This focus on the formal engagement of Australian chemists with IUPAC should not obscure the work of a large number of Australian chemists and members of RACI in supporting the technical work of the various Divisions, Standing Committees, and related bodies of IUPAC. A comprehensive list of these contributions is not feasible here, but their links to IUPAC are significant in enriching the work of IUPAC, and indeed, of chemistry itself.
Finally, the National Committee of Chemistry is aware of the importance of a continuing presence of Australian chemists in IUPAC for Australian chemistry. To this end, they are actively encouraging the next generation to make nominations for positions in the appropriate Divisions and Standing Committees.
